The head of the column had reached the month of the
ravine when the Chinese scouts fired.
'If anybody fire back, I'll break his neck/ muttered
Rezukhin through clenched teeth.
Horses went down, bringing their riders with them.
A riderless beast galloped alongside the column. Gun-
carriages clattered as they rolled over bodies.
Once the first surprise was over, Rezukhin5 s men real-
ized that the firing was not intense. Besides, by now the
column was past the stretch of glazed frost. The horses
trotted briskly at the foot of the hill. The firing died
away. The enemy must be on the look-out for the at-
tackers' approach. The leading squadron deployed.
cAt the trot, forward!'
The cavalry started up the slope. The hill seemed
abandoned. This barren, extinct volcano was void of any
ambush. The moon, jostled by clouds, ransacked the
smallest folds in the ground, and for a moment, before
it disappeared again, shed a milky light on the surround-
ing plain. There was no sign of the enemy.
The artillery had been left at the foot of the hill. A
detachment, labouring, manhandled a mountain-gun to
the summit. Soon centaur-like figures stood out round
the crater. Then darkness swept men, horses, and land-
scape away again.
The gun was mounted facing towards Maimacheng.
For the second time, Rezukhin looked at his watch. It was
two minutes to midnight.
A horseman dashed up the hill, riding hell-for-leather.
He reached the crater, turned his head right and left, saw
nothing, caught sight of the gun, and shouted:
Tire!5
Rezukhin recognized Ungern's voice.
The gun was fired, a rocket sizzled through the air;
and, almost at the same moment, salvo upon salvo rang
out to the north, and shouts, deadened by distance, pierced